To the core

Examples are given of “ice-core data being applied to
human history” in Greenland (right) and elsewhere. Prefer-
ence is expressed for techniques to detect “weakly in-
teracting massive particles,” a “daunting task.” “Good
news” and “bad news” are offered about the splitting of
Yale University’s biology department along “levels of anal-
ysis.” And writers wax eloquent about flying honeybees and
how they might “accomplish thermoregulation.”

Ice Cores and Human History

In the article “Death in Norse Greenland” by
Heather Pringle (Research News, 14 Feb., p.
924), paleoclimatologist Paul Mayewski is said
to have been “pleased that the ice-core data
are at last being applied to human history.”
He is referring to new isotope studies on the
Greenland Ice Sheet Project Two (GISP2)
ice core which show a cold period coinciding
with the extinction of the Western Settle-
ment in the middle of the 14th century.
Twenty-two years ago, we drew a similar con-
clusion based on similar data obtained from
ice cores (1). Even the early history of the
epoch of the Norsemen was related to climat-
ic changes. This work has been further con-
firmed by a compilation of other Greenland
isotope profiles along ice cores (2).

Other examples of ice-core data being
applied to human history include the veri-
fication that a giant volcanic eruption was
responsible for unusual atmospheric phe-
nomena at the time of Caesar’s assassina-
tion, as described by Vergil and other con-
temporary Roman writers (3), and the pre-
cise dating (1643 = 7 years B.C.) of the
great eruption of Thera in ancient Greece,
the after effects of which seriously weak-
ened the Minoan kingdom (4).
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Diabetes Project

In the ScienceScope section of 11 April (p.

187), a new initiative on the genetics of

adult-onset diabetes in West Africa is de-

scribed. As participants in this innovative

effort, we would like to direct attention to

the critical role played by the Office of

Research on Minority Health (ORMH) of

the U.S. National Institutes of Health, led

by John Ruffin. Without the vigorous and

enthusiastic support of ORMH, this ambi-

tious partnership among five centers in

Ghana and Nigeria, ORMH, Howard Uni-

versity, and the National Human Genome

Research Institute could never have come
into being.
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Searching for WIMPs

While the article “To catch a WIMP” by
Andrew Watson (Research News, 21 Mar.,
p. 1736) provides a useful overview of ex-
perimental ideas for searching for weakly
interacting massive particles (WIMPs), it
could give a misleading impression of the
relative merits of different techniques, as

HIGH CAPACITY
HIGH RECOVERY

Clean
Peptides
Fast

Microcon®-SCX
adsorptive microconcentrafor removes
salts, detergents, or other low molecu-
lar weight contaminants from peptides,
amino acids or DNA oligomers. This
centrifugal filter device uses a strong
cation exchange membrane to bind up
to 250 pg of the sample. The whole
procedure only takes a couple of min-
utes, typically with 90% recovery.

- i

Proven in these applications:

* Sample preparation for HPLC,
MS, amino acid sequencing, or
amino acid analyses

® Removing amino acids and pep-
tides before carbohydrate analysis

® Recovering salt- and detergent-
free peptides from in-gel digestion

® Concentrating and desalting
DNA oligomers

Call, fax, or e-mail for protocols.
U.S. and Canada,
call Technical Services:
1-800-MILLIPORE (645-5476).
To place an order, call
Fisher Scientific: 1-800-766-7000
(In Canada, call 1-800-234-7437).
In Japan, call (03) 5442-9716;
in Asia, call (852) 2803-Q111;
in Europe, fax +33-3.88.38.91.95.

MILLIPORE

i Circle No. 1 on Readers’ Service Card
www.millipore.com/amicon
e-mail: protein@millipore.com



only a small minority of approximately 20
experiments described are likely to be capa-
ble of making a positive identification of
the most favored particle candidate.

Currently, the only theory that predicts
a new weakly interacting massive particle
and provides estimates of its range of mass
and interaction rates is supersymmetry. The
experimental challenge is to differentiate—
to a precision of 0.1% to 1%—between low
energy nuclear-recoil events from dark mat-
ter interactions and background electron-
recoil events from gamma and beta decay.
Only two of the techniques mentioned in
the article appear to have such capability.
One is the Ge detector of the Cryogenic
Dark Matter Search (CDMS) collabora-
tion, which simultaneously measures both
thermal energy and ionization. The other is
the planned liquid-xenon detector (the
U.K. Dark Matter Collaboration—a Uni-
versity of California, Los Angeles-U.K. col-
laboration), which will simultaneously mea-
sure both scintillation and ionization.

It is likely that larger detectors with even
more powerful discrimination will be need-
ed to prove conclusively the existence of
WIMP dark matter. While this is a daunt-
ing task, the discovery of supersymmetric
particles in the galactic dark matter could
bring particle physics back to the realm of

“small” experiments—analogous to the

birth of particle physics in the early cosmic-
ray studies.
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Biology Department Splits

I was less than astounded to read of the
sundering of Yale University’s biology de-
partment along “levels of analysis” (W.
Roush, News & Comment, 14 Mar., p.
1556), as the tensions that led to the split
were already evident in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, when [ was a graduate student
there. Graduate students always feel ill
used—it is a crucial part of the graduate
experience— but in our case [firmly planted
in what would now be the Department of
Ecology and Evolutionary Biology (EEB)],
we were convinced that the molecular-cel-
lular graduate students were getting better

stipends and other privileges. Our faculty
may have felt the stresses about hiring and
publications alluded to in the article, but we
were not privy to them.

The good news about the split for ev-
eryone is that interdepartmental collabo-
ration is feasible, at least for graduate stu-
dents: I interacted much more with mem-
bers of the Department of Geology and
Geophysics than with the suborganismal
wing of the Department of Biology. I
hope, in addition, that the new EEB de-
partment will do well with its increased
sovereignty.

The bad news, as the article points out,
is the disservice done to undergraduate ed-
ucation. Unless Yale has changed immea-
surably since my days there, the vast major-
ity of the majors in molecular, cellular, and
developmental biology intend to enter the
health professions. It is difficult to imagine
a student adequately prepared for medical
study who has never taken a course in com-
parative anatomy or physiology, which I
assume would be the province of the EEB
department (although, in fact, organismal
biology seems to fall obviously into neither
camp). On the other hand, EEB undergrad-
uates who have also succumbed to the pre-
med siren song would presumably be lack-
ing a foundation in the molecular mecha-
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“Not being a protein chemist, | just want
to clone the gene, express it, isolate the
protein and move on,” says Malcolm
Zellars, who's working on his post-doc at
Tufts University Medical School in Boston,





